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Abstract 
The main purpose of the current study was to investigate the factors effective in the service quality of airline companies based on 
the SERVQUAL Scale. Further, the relationships among service quality, satisfaction, trust and loyalty will be also studied. To 
achieve the purposes of the research, a field study was conducted on 259 passengers of Zagros Airline Company. The 
convenience-sampling plan was used to collect the data. The descriptive statistics, the confirmatory factor analysis, Pearson's 
correlation test and the structural equation modeling were used for data analysis. SPSS and AMOS Software were used for data 
analysis. The findings show that the service quality has a significant effect on the customer's satisfaction. Customer's satisfaction 
has also a significant effect on customer's trust, word of mouth (WOM) and the retention intention. In addition, WOM has a 
positive significant effect on the retention intention of the customers. However, no significant relationship was observed between 
the trust and the retention intention of the customers.  
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1. Introduction 
Loyal customers are necessary for the life of any enterprise (Semejin et al., 2005). Increasing number of 
companies use the defensive marketing strategies to increase the market share and profitability to be able to keep an 
increasing number of their customers (Tsoukatos and Rand, 2006). Today, companies active in airlines have 
discovered the value of quality and its importance in determining the price. Passengers not satisfied of an airline do 
not use the same airline for their travels. They may not complain, but they will use other airline in future. Therefore, 
airline companies always display the data of their service qualities to prevent from the decrease of the loyalty of the 
passengers and meet their satisfaction. Attracting new customers is difficult and costly and keeping the existing 
customers is vital to survive in the competition. Airline companies present various flight programs to increase the 
trust of the customers and decrease their desires for the competitor companies. Offering proper services such as 
serving the passengers, carrying loads, engineering the plane and food services has lead to the satisfaction of 
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customers' expectations and guarantees an increasing income for airline companies. In the evaluation of the service 
quality, passengers compare their desires, their needs and their expectations with the service provided by airline 
companies. For this purpose, it is necessary that airline companies evaluate the quality of the service provided and 
the satisfaction of the customer of these services to survive and compete in airline area. In addition, many airline 
companies often pay attention to something beyond customer's satisfaction to be able to create trust in them and 
reduce the risks perceived in using the services of the company (Ranaweera and Prabuha, 2003). Trust can be 
regarded as one of the key factors having a significant importance in the process of creating and keeping long-term 
relations between the company and the customers in airline services (Ribbink et al., 2004). According to above, the 
purpose of this study is to examine the influential factors in service quality and also factors affected by service 
quality including satisfaction, trust and loyalty in airline companies.   
2. Theoretical background  
SERVQUAL Scale  or gap analysis model  was first developed by Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry in the 
early 1980s and was based on the view that customers evaluate the service quality by comparing their expectations 
from the services should be provided and their perceptions from the services receiving from a service provider. 
These authors have identified a series including five dimensions of service quality (tangible factors, reliability, 
responsiveness, empathy and assurance) for a wide range of service industries. Reliability is the power of 
performing and providing the promised service properly, precisely and reliably. Reliability helps the employees 
respond to the needs of the customers and supply the deadlines (Lenka et al., 2009). Responsiveness is the desire to 
help the customers and provide immediate services. Assurance is the awareness and immediacy and also the ability 
of the employees to assure the customers. This dimension includes the following features: competency of providing 
good services, being polite and respecting the customer, communicating with the customer effectively and the belief 
that the love and the trust of the customer in the server is the best advantage for him. The employees being at an 
acceptable level in terms of responsiveness and assurance have more information about the products, the services 
and the needs of the customers (Lenka et al., 2009). Empathy means that the employees pay a special attention to 
their customers. It includes the features such as the ability of being intimate with the customer and having warm 
relations with them, being sensitive to the needs of the customers and trying to understanding them. Empathy plays 
an important role to improve the process of communication between the employees and the customers (Lenka et al., 
2009). Tangible factors include the appearance of physical equipments and facilities, the employees and the 
communication tool available in the place of service provision. Customers use the five dimensions mentioned above 
to evaluate the functional quality of the services and their difference is based on the comparison of their expectations 
with the existing realities (Tsoukatos and Rand, 2006). Previous researches have used the dimensions of service 
quality in the field of electronic commerce and have employed the dimensions such as usage facility, web site 
designing, responsiveness, ordering and assurance (Ribbink et al., 2004). In addition, the effect of service quality 
dimensions on customer's satisfaction (as one of the factors determining loyalty) is also examined (Gummerus et al., 
2004). Zins (2001) found that the perceived quality not only affects on customer's satisfaction, but it also affects on 
his loyalty in future. Udo et al. (2011) showed that the perceptions of students from the service quality of electronic 
training have a significant effect on their satisfaction with services. Kang and James (2004) concluded that the 
perceptions of the users from the communication service quality have affected their satisfaction of the services 
provided by cell phone operators. According to the above discussion, the first hypothesis is proposed as follows: 
H1.Service quality dimensions (tangible factors, reliability, responsiveness, empathy and assurance) have a 
significant effect on the satisfaction of the customers of airline companies.                                       
Trust is a psychological state that a person has based on the expectations from the intentions or the behaviors of 
the others and the tendency to accept the potential risk or damage (Rousseau et al., 1998). Trust is regarded as an 
important construct in exchange-based relations. For example, in relationship marketing literature, trust results when 
one of the exchange parties trusts to the reputation and the honesty of the other party (Ranaweera and Prabhu, 2003). 
In addition, the studies show that satisfaction is not alone enough to make sure of long-term commitment of a 
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customer to a service provider (Ranaweera and Prabhu, 2003). Hence, in addition to satisfaction, it is necessary to 
note also other variables such as trust to facilitate keeping customers and making them loyal. Trust has found a 
significant importance in creating and managing relations with customers. Nevertheless, managing it is somewhat 
difficult (Hart and Johnson, 1999). Parasuraman et al. (1998) has used the trust construct as one of the dimensions of 
service quality construct. Gremler and Brown (1996) have also regarded the trust as one of the factors predicting the 
customer's loyalty. Gwinner et al. (1998) believes that trust is one of the consequences of assurance to the service 
provider and customers attach a high importance to it in their long term exchanges with service companies. On the 
other hand, Tax et al, (1998) found that trust together with commitment is one of the results of customer's 
satisfaction of dealing with their complaints. In banking services, Kassim and Abdullah (1998) showed that trust is 
one of the key drivers of the commitment of the customers to keep relations with the bank. These researchers found 
that whenever the customers have long-term conventional relations with the service provider, trust becomes one of 
the strong drivers of loyalty or commitment of the customer to the relations. Hence, it is proposed that: 
H2. Customer satisfaction has a positive significant effect on his trust to airline companies.   
As the consumer believes that a brand has desirable features, he will have a more desirable attitude toward it. To 
measure these attitudes, the customers can be asked how much they like the brand, how much they are committed to 
it, how much they recommend it to the others and how their believes and feelings about it are (Donio et al., 2006). In 
addition, research shows that loyal customers are subject to negative information about the brand less than non-loyal 
customers (Donio et al., 2006). Attitudinal loyalty also determines the behavioral intentions of the customers. A 
customer decides to buy a special brand when he has a desirable attitude toward it. The power of this attitude is so 
much that researchers consider it as one of the factors determining brand purchase and supporting it (Donio et al., 
2006). As a result, desire to purchase or repurchase leads to the formation of the loyalty element. Extensive studies 
are conducted in the field of consumer's behavior to identify the factors effective in customers' loyalty. In this study, 
customer's loyalty is examined based on two behavioral aspects, i.e. the retention intention (Bansal and Taylor, 
1999) and WOM (Ranaweera and Prabhu, 2003). Evidences show that WOM is related to satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction of the customer from past purchase experiences. Customers look for the recommendations of other 
consumers to meet their information needs. Based on the researches conducted about the consumer's behavior, 
mental information is often exchanged among the consumers in WOM, such as the quality, and in this 
communicational process, objective information is less transferred such as the price. In fact, satisfied customers 
offer positive WOM about the products and the services of an organization to people not related to the exchange 
made by them and the organization, and finally, they will be effective in their purchase intention. This type of 
loyalty is known as "the emotionally expressed behavior", in which customers make the others aware of the services 
of which they are satisfied (Ranaweera and Prabhu, 2003). The results of a poll from customers show that 78% of 
them trust to the direct recommendations receiving from other customers and WOM more than the information 
received from mass media. Hence, satisfaction is considered as one of the important stimulators of recommending to 
the others and the customers' retention (Ribbink et al., 2004). In this study, it is expected that the relationships 
between satisfaction, loyalty and WOM are observed in the field of airline services. Examining WOM in service 
industries, Mangold et al. (1999) showed that feeling a great need to information, random communications and an 
intensive satisfaction or dissatisfaction of the service provider by the consumers lead to the formation of WOM 
about the quality, the value or the price of the service and finally, they affect significantly on the purchase intention 
of the consumer or his repurchase. According to above discussion, the following hypotheses are proposed:                        
H3. Customer satisfaction has a significant effect on WOM about airline companies.   
H4. Customer satisfaction has a significant effect on the retention intention of the customers of airline companies.   
H5. Trust has a significant effect on the retention intention of the customers of airline companies.  
H6. WOM has a positive significant effect on the retention intention of the customers of airline companies.  
3.  Methodology 
The present study is a descriptive-applied one that is conducted by the survey method. The population of the 
research is all of the passengers of Zagros Airline Company in Tehran. After elementary studies on a small part of 
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the population including 30 passengers of Zagros Airline Company and determining the standard deviation, the 
volume of the sample was evaluated 259 people using Cochran's formula at the error level 5% and the precision 0.1. 
In this research, the convenience sampling method was used, so that refereeing to the agencies of the related 
company in Tehran, their passengers were sampled randomly. The tool of data collection was the questionnaire 
provided by the researcher that included four sections. Each section included questions about the five dimensions 
(service quality: 20 questions, satisfaction: 4 questions, trust: 4 questions and customer's loyalty: 4 questions).In the 
first section, the respondents were asked to rank the service quality of airline companies on Likert's five spectra 
scale from 1 (very low) to 5 (very high). In the second, third and fourth sections, they were asked to rank their 
opinions about the questions about satisfaction, trust and loyalty (WOM and the retention intention) on Likert's five 
spectra scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The questions of the service quality section were 
adopted from Kang and James' (2004) study, those about satisfaction and loyalty were adopted from Kassim and 
Abdullah's (2006) study and loyalty items were adopted from Donio et al. (2006). Data analysis is conducted in two 
stages. In the first stage, the validity and the reliability of the measurement tool are tested and then, for testing the 
hypotheses and the fitting of the model, the structural model of the research is statistically measured.  
4. Findings  
Table 1 shows the average, standard deviation, load factors and Cronbach's alpha coefficient of the variables of 
the research. As it is seen, Cronbach's alpha coefficients for all variables of the research are also higher than 0.7 that 
shows that the tool of the research has the required reliability. All of the factor loadings were higher than the 
acceptable level 0.5 and indicate that the convergent validity of the measurement tool is suitable.  
 
                               Table1. Descriptive statistics, factor loads, and Cronbach's alpha coefficients 
 
Variable Question Mean  Standard deviation 
Standard 
factor loads  
Reliability 
Providing the promised services 3.776 0.7949 0.569 
0.760 Providing suitable services for the first time 3.640 0.7615 0.547 Providing serviced at the promised time 3.444 0.9358 0.582 
Providing services without any mistake or problem 3.803 0.7179 0.526 
Responsiveness 
providing customers with information about the service delivery time 3.703 0.7525 0.622 
0.810 Providing quick services to the customers 3.830 0.7380 0.657 Tendency to help the others 3.779 0.7886 0.643 
Readiness for responding customers' demands 3.698 0.7587 0.572 
Assurance 
Employees inducing the assurance feeling to the customers 3.981 0.6437 0.698 
0.820 Providing the security feeling at the time of reference 3.803 0.7547 0.702 Polite and humble employees 3.714 0.7596 0.736 
Informed employees to answer the questions of the customers 3.483 0.8321 0.678 
Empathy 
Paying a special attention to the customers 3.482 0.8506 0.739 
0.743 
Employees behaving sympathetically to the customers 3.506 0.9081 0.566 
Employees understanding the needs of the customers 3.794 0.7892 0.700 
Flexible and suitable working hours for the customers 3.352 1.047 0.635 
Tangible 
factors 
Modern equipment 3.954 0.7611 0.681 
0.799 Neat and professional employees 3.232 1.009 0.568 Attractive visual facilities for the customer 3.949 0.7162 0.571 
Attractive visual remarks about the services of the companies 3.452 0.9728 0.664 
Satisfaction 
I'm satisfied with the services of this airline company 3.486 0.8182 0.749 
0.812 Services of this company have met my needs 3.131 0.8969 0.696 I have a good experience from the services of this company 3.363 0.9774 0.653 
This company has performed beyond my expectation 3.525 0.7938 0.625 
Trust 
This company is a professional airline company 3.641 0.8108 0.730 
0.835 
This company always meets its commitments 3.880 0.7758 0.616 
I trust to the employees of this company for service provision 3.641 0.8662 0.823 
This company tries to keep the information of its customers 3.687 0.8483 0.821 
Word of mouth I recommend this airline company to the others 3.483 0.9248 0.825 0.811 
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I introduce the services of this company to the others 3.625 0.8086 0.834 
Retention I'll use the services of this company again 3.069 1.054 0.724 0.730 I prefer this company to other airline companies 3.678 0.7462 0.529 
 In addition, according to the correlation coefficients in Table 2, it can be found that the correlations existing among 
the variables are lower than the suggested value 0.85 that confirms the discriminate validity of the measurement tool 
used in the research. It must be mentioned that the significance of correlation among the variables is tested at 
P 0.001. According to the results from Pearson's correlation test, all of the relations between the variables of the 
research are positive and significant that shows the existence of a direct relation between independent and dependent 
variables.  
   
Table2. Correlation coefficients among the variables of the research 
 
Correlation between Service quality Trust satisfaction Word of mouth Retention intention 
Service quality 1 0.772* 0.743* 0.721* 0.643* 
Trust 0.772* 1 0.672* 0.649* 0.580* 
satisfaction 0.743* 0.672* 1 0.616* 0.646* 
Word of mouth 0.721* 0.649* 0.616* 1 0.660* 
Retention intention 0.643* 0.580* 0.646* 0.660* 1 
Note:* significant at P 0.01 
  
The SEM method was used to achieve the purposes of the research. In this study, the double chi-square is 
1277.469 with the freedom degree 443, that their ratio 2.884 is in the desirable range. Fit indexes (GFI=0.907, 
NFI=0.966, CFI=0.932, TLI=0.912, AGFI=0.925 and AIC=1447.469) have acceptable values and are significant at 
the level 5%. The value of RMSEA is also 0.075 that is lower than the suggested desirable level (0.08). In fact, the 
results from SEM show a complete fitting of the proposed model. The results from testing the hypotheses of the 
research are shown in Table 3. All of the proposed relations are confirmed, except the relation between the variables 
trust and retention intention. In fact, the quality of the services provided has a significant effect on customers' 
satisfaction of airline companies. In addition, customers' satisfaction, as one of the outcomes of service quality, had 
a significant effect on the trust of the customers to airline companies, their WOM and the retention intention of the 
customers. As one of the outcomes of customers' satisfaction of the service quality, WOM affected on the retention 
of the customers.  
 
Table3. The summary of the results of data analysis of the research using the maximum likelihood method 
 










ratio P Result 
H1 Service quality Customer satisfaction 0.877 0.914 0.086 10.169 ** Confirmed 
H2 Customer satisfaction Trust 1.021 0.901 0.084 12.145 ** Confirmed 
H3 Customer satisfaction Word of mouth 0.953 0.868 0.081 11.802 ** Confirmed 
H4 Customer satisfaction Retention intention 0.534 0.835 0.195 2.741 0.006* Confirmed 
H5 Trust Retention intention -0.193 -0.342 0.124 -1.553 0.120 Rejected  
H6 Word of mouth Retention  intention 0.288 0.494 0.106 2.712 0.007* Confirmed 
Note: ** significant at P<0.001, * significant at P<0.01 
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5. Conclusion and suggestions  
The aim of conducting the study was to investigate the factors effective in the service quality of airline 
companies based on SERVQUAL Scale. In addition, the relationship between service quality, satisfaction, trust and 
loyalty was also examined. The results show that airline companies have been able to affect directly and indirectly 
on the behavior of their customers using service quality as one of their defensive strategies. Based on the findings of 
the research, the quality of the services provided is considered as one of the predictors of customers' satisfaction of 
airline company services. In addition, customers' satisfaction of the services of these companies had a significant 
effect on the formation of customer's trust to the company, positive WOM about the company and the retention 
intention of the customer. As one of the information resources of the customers and as a result, their satisfaction of 
airline companies, WOM had a high effect on the retention intention of the customers. However, no significant 
relation was observed between the customers' trust to airline companies and referring repeatedly to the company by 
them, while the results of the previous researches showed that trust can be effect in the retention intention of the 
customers of service customers. The findings of this research help airline companies understand the dimensions of 
service quality deeply and presenting quality services to the customers, they can retain their customers and increase 
their loyalty to their company. The results of this research confirm the importance of service quality in the 
improvement of the image from the company and hence, the increase of income and the profitability of airline 
companies. Airline companies must move toward strengthening the employees working face-to-face with the 
customers and the passengers. For example, functional service quality can be increased by giving authorities to the 
employees to make important decisions about the customers, because as it was mentioned, the way of providing 
service is more important than the result and the service itself. Since the employees having direct contacts with the 
customers can understand their deficiencies better than any other person, the employees can be given authority to 
give suggestions and help the decision making process to increase the functional service quality. Airline companies 
can plan and formulate programs to train employees to improve the service quality. Airline companies must consider 
their service quality promotion programs as one of the factors of increasing the income. Managers and employees 
may think that the main aim is to attract more passengers to achieve financial aims and the remaining affairs such as 
service quality are affected by this purpose. By training, the organizational culture must change in a way that all of 
the employees believe that it is better to improve their service quality and promote it to achieve their financial aims. 
Airline companies look for creating competitive advantages by designing the strategies related to the service 
qualities to earn customers' trust and make them distinct from their competitors. Airline companies always display 
information related to their service qualities to prevent from decline in the number of their customers and meet their 
satisfaction. Today, airline industry is quickly changing and the necessity of modifying the financial structures and 
the operational strategies is perceived more than ever. The airline industry of Iran is not also exceptional and has 
been subjected to extensive changes. Although paying attention to the service qualities is inevitable for airline 
companies, the conditions governing on Iran and the imposition of numerous boycotts by foreign countries have led 
to a significant decrease in the service qualities of active companies in the airline industry of Iran. It must be noted 
that although the boycotts lead to disturbances in the activity of airline companies in some cases such as supplying 
the components needed by airplanes (especially engines) that can't be produced in the country, the issue of service 
quality does not necessarily end up with the lack of airplane components. Customers think that airline companies 
decrease the services provided for the passengers to reduce their costs. Services of airline companies can be 
categorized into four main areas including serving the passengers, services of baggage delivery and load carrying, 
airplane engineering services and catering services. The existence of foreign boycotts can only influence on the 
services related to airplane engineering, while according to the polls from the passengers, it can be found that airline 
companies of Iran underdo in cases that are not related to the boycott. For example, passengers always complain 
about incorrect behaviors of the airline servers especially the stewards (insulting and scornful behaviors, not 
responding to the passengers in the necessary situations, unsuitable catering, not  being trained about the tasks 
assigned and etc), unsuitable cleaning inside the airplane, a very low quality of the catering inside the plane, out of 
order seats and security equipments, frequent and long delays, continuous increase in tickets' prices and decrease in 
the quality of the services provided during the flight and long delay delivery of passengers' loads in the destination. 
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It must be noted that such these problems are not related to the boycott behind which airline companies hide 
themselves. Unfortunately, Iranian airline companies forget that providing quality services guarantees huge revenues 
for them. In fact, the imposition of boycotts by foreign countries has become an excuse for the misperformance of 
some Iranian airline companies in service provision. These companies have used the boycotts as a pretext to justify 
their low quality services and persuade the customers to reduce their expectations to the minimum level. In fact, the 
relative monopoly governing on the airlines of Iran has generated conditions in which some companies active in 
Iranian airline industry could work without any worry about the quality. In sum, the main causes of not paying 
attention to the service qualities by Iranian airline companies can be stated as follows: first, being sure of the 
permanent existence of public customers: according to the tacit agreements of airline companies with contractors of 
public organizations and organs, there is a kind of tacit guaranty that a part of the capacity of any flight is purchased 
by public employees (including the employees of the ministries, university professors and the employees of the 
organizations related to the government). These people do not mentally allow the right of option for them and are 
more willing to do their mission by the flight. These conditions have provided a kind of relative confidence from the 
supply of the prime costs, so that investors of airlines are sure that even in worst conditions, there are still some 
guaranteed passengers. Second, hiding the weaknesses and inefficiencies behind the boycotts: boycott has become 
an excuse for justifying inefficiencies of the airlines, while the boycotts cover only a part of airline services and do 
not cover all aspects of the service provision.                           
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